
joined their religious celebration. “The person mounted does the specific things 

appropriate to the orisha. If, explains Ortíz,58 a Spaniard were to attend a ceremony 

and become mounted by the orisha, he would not dance flamenco: ‘Either he will 

dance like the Lucumí ‘santo’ or he will not dance.’”59 Possession provides the 

orichas with a body and voice, allowing them to attend to the needs of the community 

through their blessings, healings and direct verbal and physical communication. 

Through dance, music and song, the Santería religious community is able to bring 

their deities to earth.  

Intention: Staged Performance versus Ritual Setting 
 

In secular staged performance of oricha dance, music and song, movement 

vocabulary, rhythms and lyrics may appear nearly identical to that seen and heard at a 

güemilere or toque de santo, but the performers have changed their central mission. 

“The interplay between the drumming and the dancing is predetermined, with a 

particular rhythmic pattern belonging to a particular song, the combination of which 

corresponds to a specific dance.”60 No longer are the sacred languages of the batá, 

songs or dancing bodies used to achieve communication and physical materialization 

of the oricha through possession. “The role of the akpwón as religious mediator is no 

longer relevant, so the akpwón/lead singer becomes but a catalyst for the rehearsed 

responses of the chorus.”61  The previous purpose and role that each dancer, singer 

                                                 
58 Cuban ethnographer and scholar Fernando Ortíz. 
59 Sublette, Cuba and its Music: From the First Drums to the Mambo, 231. 
60 Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santería, 126. 
61 Ibid., 119-120. 
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and musician had within a sacred ceremonial setting, does not immediately translate 

to the concert stage.   

The original informants and performers in the Conjunto Folklórico were 

required to translate the visual appearance of orichas to the stage, by choosing 

movement vocabulary and rhythmic song cycles that theatrically replicated 

ceremonial possession.62  In choosing what aspects of the religion were safe to reveal 

on stage, performers of these new folkloric groups had to defend their appropriation 

choices to other members of the religious community not hired by the government. 

“Because what we present in the concerts is dance, and dance can be seen by anyone. 

You go to a fiesta de santo and you see everybody dancing; you see the drums, you 

see everything. Now, if you hold a ceremony at the theater- with plants, with animals, 

with the people, with the required things that are used in the room- then you are 

profaning. But we are not going to do that. We are only showing or teaching what can 

be seen.”63  

Staged Oricha Codification 

The attentive improvisation and group communication occurring between 

dancers and musicians in sacred settings as they accommodated the many changes in 

songs, rhythms and movements, while working to achieve their goal of oricha 

invocation and possession, had to be modified and redirected for the stage setting. “In 

the early days the performers had to be told: ‘Stop! Enough already! Change the 
                                                 
62 Ibid., 111. 
63 Felipe García Villamill, master batá drummer now living in the United States, in an interview with 
Vélez, Drumming for the Gods, 81. Felipe García Villamill, along with his wife, three sons and 
daughter, have participated for many years in the Annual Katherine Dunham Technique Seminars held 
in East St. Louis, as guest teachers and musicians.  
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tune!’ They had no sense of theater, no sense of audience interest levels. They were 

just doing what comes naturally, so to speak, and if a toque (rhythm) or canto (song) 

for Yemayá (mother oricha of the ocean) was lasting thirty minutes or an hour, it 

never occurred to them to stop it. We- the choreographers, the folklorists, the 

dramaturges- had to shape that raw material, that raw energy into theatre. Very 

rewarding, but very difficult.”64  

The renowned Cuban modern dance choreographer Ramiro Guerra, who also 

directed the Teatro Nacional’s Department of Modern Dance and accompanying 

performing company Grupo de Danza Contemporánea, was brought in as 

choreographer for the Conjunto Folklórico, helping to shape and codify what has now 

become standard, recognizable staging and movement codification within Afro-

Cuban folklore. “Cultural advisors wished to ‘elevate’ folk expression…they often 

altered the structure and content of traditional genres for this reason. Advisors 

supported collaborations with conservatory-trained composers, musicians, and 

dancers and freely recombined rhythms, dance steps, and instruments in new ways.”65   

El Conjunto Folklórico Nacional de Cuba celebrate their 46th year in 2008, 

and on their website describe their artistic purpose as the “…rescue and recovery of 

our dance and musical roots with the possibility of choosing those manifestations of 

truly artistic value so as to organize them in accordance with the modern theatrical 

techniques without betraying its folklore essence…the Ensemble has developed an 

Art style. It is Theater-Folklore with a strong aesthetic effectiveness and power on 

                                                 
64 Ramiro Guerra in a 1992 interview with Hagedorn, Divine Utterances, 136-137. 
65 Moore, Music & Revolution: Cultural Change in Socialist Cuba, 186. 
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stage.”66 This government codified representation of Cuba’s folkloric dance and 

music has been presented by Conjunto Folklórico alone in “more than eight hundred 

thousand representations (performances) through its 93 international tours in Europe, 

America and Asia; audiences from more than three hundred cities and towns have 

applauded the profound national art of this dance ensemble.”67  

Transmission of a New Technique 
 

The original informants were hired not only as performers, but as teachers to 

establish Afro-Cuban folklore arts outside of the religious setting in state sponsored 

community schools, helping to produce a new generation of performers in the 

folklore companies who had no reported68 personal ties to Santería or other African 

based religions. “Cuban educational policy starts with the premise that performance 

and artistic endeavor are important to basic knowledge of the individual and are 

therefore important for the nation. The study of arts and performance in Cuba is 

required of a well-educated individual and for a healthy social community…from 

early childhood through university.”69  

The majority of the professional performers in today’s folkloric companies in 

Cuba are products of a ten-year plus training program concluding with the collegiate 

level Escuela Nacional de Arte (National School of the Arts), where they have 

received instruction in ballet, técnica Cubana (modern dance), and folklore in 

                                                 
66 http://www.folkcuba.cult.cu/history.htm 
67 Ibid. 
68 Until 1984, included in all job applications were questions about religious affiliation; anyone 
declaring religious ties or beliefs were permitted from being a member of the Communist Party, and 
therefore persecuted. Moore, Music & Revolution: Cultural Change in Socialist Cuba, 208. 
69 Daniel, Dancing Wisdom, 264. 

76 
 



addition to acting, music and academics. Upon graduation, students audition for the 

government subsidized Ballet Nacional, Grupo de Danza Contemporánea, or 

Conjunto Folklórico, or for acceptance into smaller amateur companies.70 In their 

standardization process, schools and training programs have established a “right” and 

“wrong” way to perform oricha movement.71  

In turn, many of the theatrical gestures and movement stylizations 

incorporated into staged oricha performance have been appropriated into oricha 

dancing in sacred settings,72 both in Cuba and abroad. For the international audience, 

performances by these government sponsored folkloric companies are often the only 

representation of oricha dance and music that they have been privy to, unless a former 

member from one of these companies has defected Cuba and relocated to their 

community, informing how they as general public, dance teachers, choreographers 

and religious practitioners, perceive and put into practice their knowledge of Afro-

Cuban forms. 

Sacred Intent in Secular Staged Performance 
 

From 1959 up until 1984,73 all religious gatherings, ceremonies, initiations 

and reported religious affiliations were illegal or severely limited. Simultaneously 

during this period, government supported staged religious representations were 

                                                 
70 Suki John, “The Tecnica Cubana”, Caribbean Dance From Abakua to Zouk: How Movement Shapes 
Identity (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2002), 74.; Yvonne Daniel, “Cuban Dance: An 
Orchard of Caribbean Creativity.” Caribbean Dance From Abakua to Zouk: How Movement Shapes 
Identity (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2002), 27. 
71 Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santería, 129. 
72 Ibid., 149. 
73 In 1984 the government established an Office of Religious Affairs, recognizing religious groups in 
Cuba and the government’s attempt to dialogue with them. Vélez, Drumming for the Gods, 92. 
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established and promoted, increasing Santería’s secular visibility to a greater degree 

than ever in Cuba’s history. “Free public access to cultural presentations, frequent 

artist/public dialogues and critiques, and reserved cultural spaces (casas de cultura) 

ensure…an arts-involved lay public (in Cuba).”74   

While private religious celebrations were banned, public performance spaces 

were transformed internally to accommodate the needs of the religious community, 

utilizing the secular space for sacred means while still maintaining external theatrical 

markers of a staged secular show. In an interview conducted in the late 1990’s, the 

Cuban babalawo (Santería priest) and anthropologist Israel Moliner revealed that: “At 

the Festival del Caribe in Santiago, a religious ritual was celebrated under the guise of 

performance, though sacrifices were carried out elsewhere.”75 The musicians and 

akpwón while following choreographed musical structure, can still insert subvert 

timing, rhythm and song shifts, changing their communicative intent and thus altering 

their purpose and affect on the staged dancing bodies and viewing audience. 

Acknowledging Santería’s ability to transform and hide openly, as is the case 

with Catholic saint and oricha synchronization, and the fact that bodily memory is 

retained whether in a sacred or secular setting, then perhaps it is possible that 

religious practitioners attending folklore company performances did and continue to 

do so as a hidden way of openly worshipping their orichas. “The more the audience 

knows about the origins of the musical and gestural articulations of folkloric 

                                                 
74 Daniel, Dancing Wisdom, 264. 
75 Ayorinde, Afro-Cuban Religiosity, Revolution, and National Identity, 113. 
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performance (i.e., the more competent it is), the more likely it is that the audience will 

interpret the performance as having sacred as well as secular intent.”76 

The Special Period 

In 1998 when the Soviet Union collapsed, withdrawing economic trade and 

financial support to Cuba, the período especial económico (special economic period) 

began, causing the government to further loosen their policies in regards to religion. 

“The relaxation of state policies toward religion may have been a calculated move to 

assure continued support for socialism among believers during periods of severe food 

shortages.”77 Open display of religious association through dress and sacred 

accoutrement, lyrics in popular music, scholarly research publication and the 

government establishment of a Yoruba Cultural Society, ushered in a public religious 

explosion.78  

The government utilized their more lenient allowance of open religious 

practice to fuel their newly developed funding stream, tourism. Afro-Cuban religious 

traditions became a selling point in international tourism, which advertised 

“…government-sponsored tours to Cuba for foreigners who want to become initiated 

into Santería.”79 Formerly persecuted religious priests were hired to work for the 

government, in much the same way that musicians and dancers had been hired as 

informants forty years earlier.  

                                                 
76 Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santería, 68-69. 
77 Moore, Music & Revolution: Cultural Change in Socialist Cuba, 219. 
78 Ibid., 219-222. 
79 Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santería, 9. 
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Both the visual and performing arts were promoted for profit in the tourism 

industry. The government established folkloric and popular music and dance 

intensives, hosted by the folkloric dance companies, as corner stones in study abroad 

trips for foreigners coming to Cuba. An example of these programs is the ongoing 

twice yearly,80 fifteen day, International Folklore Laboratory offered by members of 

the Conjunto Folklórico Nacional, who promise that they will “impart the secrets of 

Cuban folk dances, with their African and Hispanic roots, and the magic sounds 

produced by Cuban percussion instruments.”81 Ongoing dance and percussion classes 

offered at the school are open year round to foreign visitors.  

Artistic Exchange between Cuba and America 

After the revolution, the revolving door of artistic exchange between Cubans 

and Americans came to a near standstill as the United States government declared all 

travel to Cuba illegal82 for a span of almost thirty years. This travel ban remained in 

place, except for a five-year window during the Carter administration,83 until 

President Clinton passed a law in 1993 allowing travel to Cuba “for clearly defined 

educational or religious activities”84 as well as for humanitarian work. This ruling 

opened the door for Americans to take advantage of Cuba’s newly established 

                                                 
80 Offered for fifteen days “beginning on the third Monday in January and the first Monday in July”, 
yearly. http://www.folkcuba.cult.cu/laboratory.htm 
81 Ibid. 
82 The U.S. trade embargo with Cuba does not declare travel in itself illegal, but rather the spending of 
money while in Cuba as illegal. The assumption is made that one cannot travel to Cuba without 
spending money; therefore the legal ability to travel is denied. 
83 Between 1977-1982 President Carter allowed tourist, business and research travel to Cuba as well as 
familial visits. Mark P. Sullivan, “CRS Report RL31139, Cuba: U.S. Restrictions on Travel and 
Remittances”, Congressional Research Service Report for Congress (Washington D.C: U.S. Congress, 
2007), 6. 
84  Ibid. 
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religious and cultural tourism industry, prompting a number of United States travel 

organizations to establish folkloric music and dance study trips to Cuba, as well as 

prompting individuals to travel under religious visas to undertake initiation into the 

oricha tradition.  

In an effort “to increase people-to-people exchanges”85 between the United 

States and Cuba, Clinton further loosened legal restrictions in 1999, permitting an 

increase in general and specific travel licenses granted to Americans for professional 

research, religious, educational, artistic, and humanitarian reasons,86 as well as 

declaring Cuban artists exempt87 from President Reagan’s Proclamation 537788 

which prohibited any employees of the Cuban government to enter the United States. 

Because nearly all music and dance companies are state sponsored, making the artists 

of these companies state employees, Clinton’s exception allowed many Cuban artists 

to attain visas allowing them to perform, tour and conduct teaching residencies in the 

United States for their first time.  

The Clinton era ushered in a wave of artistic exchange between Americans 

and Cubans, creating an atmosphere that fostered increased cultural awareness and 

improved dance and music technique and skill levels for many individuals and 

communities. As Katherine Dunham wrote: “Every artist is a potential emissary- an 

                                                 
85 Ibid., 7. 
86 Ibid., 6. 
87 Sublette, “Rumba Diplomacy in the Age of Bushismo”, World Policy Journal (NY: World Policy 
Institute, 2004), 77. 
88 Under section 212F of Reagan’s Immigration and Nationality Act passed in 1985. Larry Blumenfeld, 
“Rumba, Interrupted: The Bush Administration Breaks up the Long-Running Dance between 
American and Cuban Musicians” The Village Voice, (NY: New Times Media, 2005), 1. 
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ambassador from his country and thus a powerful international force.”89 In 1992,90 

the renowned folkloric music and dance group Los Muñequitos de Matanzas were 

granted visas to conduct their first American tour,91 bringing to the United States the 

first public performance of oricha music and dance since before the revolution.  

The national response to Los Muñequitos de Matanzas’s music and 

choreography was so incredible that they returned to the United States six more times 

on an almost yearly basis, performing and conducting workshops for sold out crowds 

during their multi-city tours up until the year 2002. Their ability to share their artistry 

in America, along with many other Cuban groups was abruptly cut short once 

President George W. Bush assumed office, as almost all visa requests from Cuban 

artists wishing to perform in the United States in subsequent years have since been 

denied.92 In addition, virtually all American programs established in the 1990’s that 

promoted music and dance study in Cuba and cultural exchange, have since closed 

their businesses due to their inability to obtain legal travel licenses for their 

customers, or have gone underground, only offering structured programs to 

participants who can devise their own travel arrangements to Cuba.93  

                                                 
89 Katherine Dunham, “Dance As A Cultural Art And Its Role In Development”, Kaiso! Writings by 
and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 542. 
90 During their first tour in 1992, Los Muñequitos de Matanzas conducted a workshop and performance 
at Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts sponsored by Yvonne Daniel, of which I was a part. 
91 Formed in 1952, this group was well known internationally prior to their first U.S. tour.   
92   In 2004, fifteen Cuban artists were nominated for the American Grammy Awards; none were 
granted visas to attend. Sublette, “Rumba Diplomacy in the Age of Bushismo”, 81. 
93 The majority of exchange programs had a Treasury Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) 
license in the “Educational/People-to People” category, allowing them to ensure legal travel for the 
participants in their programs. These licenses were completely withdrawn by the government in 2003, 
causing many programs to shut down completely. http://www.plazacuba.com/who.html 
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Today, in the year 2008, Cubans are rarely granted visas to perform in the 

United States. American’s interested in Cuban forms of expression, whether as 

students, researchers, or fellow creators, must travel outside of U.S. borders to 

Canada or Europe to study with or see performances by today’s Cuban artists, or 

travel to Cuba directly by either obtaining one of the scarce visas still available, 

through one of the few University sponsored semester abroad programs, or by 

choosing to travel illegally without governmental approval.  

When President George W. Bush assumed office he began retracting and 

tightening all travel leniency and cultural and religious exchange opportunities 

between Cubans and Americans that Clinton had previously helped create, using the 

post 9/11 USA Patriot Act to deny visa applications and people-to-people travel 

licenses, as well as to persecute those who had traveled without proper license to 

Cuba.94 Author and internationally renowned Cuban music specialist Ned Sublette 

wrote in 2004: “I have lead several group tours for Americans to Cuba, focusing on 

Afro-Cuban culture…but these tours are no longer possible, because the Bush 

administration has refused to renew the blanket licenses that permitted them.”95 

When conducting personal research into possible dance study exchange programs to 

Cuba in 2005, only one organization in America could be found that was publicly 

advertising trips. By 2006 they had withdrawn all organized trip information from 

                                                 
94 Ry Cooder, American producer of the internationally recognized film and CD Buena Vista Social 
Club, apparently had traveled without a license to record the documentary in Cuba, landing him a 
$25,000 fine from the United States government. Sublette, “Rumba Diplomacy in the Age of 
Bushismo”, 79. 
95 Ibid., 82. 
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their website. Cultural exchange organizations based in Canada and Europe continue 

to fill the tourism market, promoting and running artistic study programs to Cuba.96 

Dunham and Cuban Folklore Models of Choreography 

All professional Cuban folkloric dancers have been trained extensively in the 

historical and theatrical aspects inherent in their stage performance languages by 

government sponsored educational institutions since the Revolution, in much the 

same way that Dunham had demanded of her dancers beginning almost twenty years 

prior. As Vanoye Aikens principal dancer and teacher within the Dunham company97 

said in an interview: “It had never been done…no one thought of ethnic dancing 

presented in theatrical form. Because, face it, folk dancing is boring as such. But to 

keep the flavor, to keep the basic and add a little theater to that without disrupting it 

or making even the basic more interesting, that is what she did. And you needed 

trained dancers to do it, so she trained them in her own way.”98  

Dunham placed the education of her performers and audience members, 

through her philosophies of Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through 

the Arts, at the core of her choreographic intentions in much the same way that the 

Cuban government did and continues to in their effort to recognize, re-represent and 

                                                 
96 The organization Cubacheche, based in the United Kingdom, advertise on their website: “Two-week 
trip to Havana: 30th November–14th December 2008 with 36 hours of workshops including: Orisha 
songs, Orisha dance, Entry to performances by folkloric groups Yoruba Andabo and Obini Bata, Visit 
to the Orisha Museum at the National Yoruba Association of Cuba, and a finale ‘guiro’ party for the 
Orisha Yemaya with dinner and live music from Rumberos de Cuba.” 
www.cubacheche.co.uk/cms_pages/study_trips 
97 Vanoye Aikens was a principal dancer with the Dunham Company, and Ms. Dunham’s primary 
dance partner, from 1943 until the company’s dispersal in 1965. He has maintained an active role in 
maintaining the Dunham legacy by teaching on the faculty of the Annual International Dunham 
Technique Seminar, among other venues, since its inception in 1984.   
98 Clark, “Onstage with the Dunham Company”, 285-286. 
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institutionalize the unique Afro-Cuban dance and music forms of their country to both 

the Cuban public and to foreign audiences through the performance and study 

processes. By following the Dunham Model of Choreography in the creation of my 

thesis choreography, Aché Essence, it is my intention to contribute to the positive 

dissemination of Cuban dance, music and culture through staged oricha 

representations.  

Prior to the United States embargo with Cuba and the subsequent clamp down 

on legal exchange between Cuban and American artists, Dunham had been greatly 

influenced by the rich social and sacred dance and music forms that had been and 

were continuing to evolve in Cuba, through her anthropological research in the 

Caribbean and professional work with the Cuban musicians and oricha practitioners 

in her company. In a reciprocal manner, when the Revolution’s new Ministry of 

Culture founded the academic research and performing arts center Teatro Nacional de 

Cuba, they were most likely aware of the popular international reception and affect 

that Katherine Dunham and her company had been making in their presentation of 

Caribbean culture nationally and abroad. As Vanoye Aikens explained:  

“What we did, what she did, that was new was to show the world various 
cultures in dance…I would say she made Caribbean culture, put it on the map. 
So much was copied after that. No one had collected Caribbean and Latin 
material and presented it in the theater the way that Katherine Dunham did. No 
one had ever thought of Voodooism without thinking of something kinky 
before Katherine Dunham. No one had ever seen a trained company in folkloric 
materiel re-choreographed without any of the ethnic qualities taken away and 
presented on stage with trained dancers. And that is what Katherine Dunham 
did.”99 
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In the translation of sacred and secular dance languages from their original 

environments to the concert stage, both Dunham and the choreographers and directors 

of the Conjunto Folklórico and subsequent folkloric companies such as Yoruba 

Andabo, used a method of Form and Function in choosing how best to transform and 

theatricalize the root elements of the cultural forms they were drawing from in their 

artistic and essentialized communication from the modern concert dance stage. As Dr. 

Vèvè Clark wrote of Ms. Dunham’s work: “When the dance steps, music, and other 

cultural forms were transformed for stage representations, they become lieux de 

mémoire, reworkings and restatements of historical danced events...Dunham’s lieux 

de mémoire became at once a celebration of Caribbean memory and history preserved 

in dance form and a reminder of cultural artifacts one should not forget.”100 

International Representation of the Dunham Choreographic Model  

Katherine Dunham created in her staged ethnographies on the international 

concert stage from 1940 through the 1960’s, a choreographic and performance model 

that was, and continues to be, adapted and utilized repeatedly throughout the world by 

governments and cultures seeking to nationally define and internationally represent 

their unique heritages and evolutions. 

The Dunham Company performed in over fifty-seven countries,101 touring 

more internationally than nationally during their existence. From 1941-1947 they 

traveled between the United States and Canada, from 1947-1949 to Mexico, Europe 
                                                 
100 Vèvè Clark, “Performing the Memory of Difference in Afro-Caribbean Dance: Katherine Dunham’s 
Choreography, 1938-1987”, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham, (Madison: University 
of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 323. 
101 Gwen Mazer, “Katherine Dunham”, Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 420.  
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and South America, from 1951-1953 to Europe and North Africa, from 1956-1957, to 

South Pacific and the Far East, and from 1959-1960 to Europe for a third time.102 

When the Company appeared in Paris, France on their first European tour, Dunham 

noted that there were no people of color in the audience. Commencing the following 

night she allotted a number of free tickets for each subsequent performance 

designated for African students in residence in France who were attending the historic 

La Sorbonne University.103 Through her invitation, many of the future leaders of the 

African independence movement filled the audience, seeing for the first time African 

derived cultural forms being represented in a positive light on the European concert 

stage. 

As these students returned home to their respective countries at the completion 

of their studies, they were inspired to initiate not only a political and economic 

revolution but a cultural one as well, sparking the formation of national dance and 

music companies. Among the many members of her student audience who became 

future African dignitaries were: Sékou Toure, the first president of Guinea, and 

Léopold Sédar Senghor, the first president of Senegal.104 Les Ballet Africains of 

Guinea, West Africa was formed in Paris in 1952 (during the Dunham Company’s 

second European tour), and was invited by Sékou Toure to move to Guinea once the 

nation gained independence in 1958.105  
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103 Mazer, “Katherine Dunham”, 421. 
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105 Francesca Castaldi, Choreographies of African Identities: Négritude, Dance, and the National 
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In 1966, President Senghor appointed Katherine Dunham as his Technical and 

Cultural Advisor,106 asking her to participate in the first World Festival of Negro Arts 

held in the capitol city of Dakar, to prepare plans for an arts academy to be located on 

the former slave deportation island of Gorée,107 and to train and choreograph for Le 

Ballet National du Senegal,108 the dance and music company he founded to culturally 

represent his nation internationally since his inauguration as president in 1960.109 

Both Les Ballet Africains of Guinea and Le Ballet National du Senegal exist today, 

touring internationally as premiere representations of West African dance and music. 

The Dunham Choreographic Model, utilizing the philosophical methodologies 

of Form and Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the 

Arts, continues to serve as a relevant method for today’s national or international 

choreographer who is seeking to both contribute to the cultural, dance and music 

literacy of those involved and affected by their creative process and performance, as 

well as to maintain the memory and essence of the cultural languages that inform 

their work by actively infiltrating their own creative voices into the ongoing evolution 

of their art form.110 

 
106 Ruth Beckford, “Getting the Show on the Road: An Excerpt”, Kaiso! Writings by and about 
Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 405. 
107 See Katherine Dunham, “Address Delivered at the Dakar Festival of Negro Arts”, Kaiso! Writings 
by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 412-417.; and 
Katherine Dunham, “Plan for an Academy of West African Cultural Arts”, Kaiso! Writings by and 
about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 407-411. 
108 Dunham, “Plan for an Academy of West African Cultural Arts”, 410. Beckford, “Getting the Show 
on the Road: An Excerpt”, 405-406. 
109 Castaldi, Choreographies of African Identities, 9.  
110 Additional examples of government sponsored national folkloric performing ensembles are the 
Ballet Folklórico de México founded in 1952 (two years after the Dunham Company’s tour of the 
country) whose primary choreographer was hired to direct the Conjunto Folklórico National de Cuba, 
Brazil’s Balé Folklorico da Bahia formed in 1988, and the Moiseyev Dance Company of Russia. 



Chapter Five: 
Aché Essence: Choreographing Through the Dunham Model 

 
Thesis Research: Yoruba Andabo in Havana, Cuba 
 

I arrived in Havana filled with excitement and nervous anticipation; after 

fourteen years of exposure to Cuban dance within religious, stage and studio 

environments in the United States, I had finally made it to the island itself. It was July 

2006, and I was there as a student in an intensive folkloric music and dance study trip. 

By traveling as part of a tour group I had received a humanitarian license, the only 

legal way I had found to travel to Cuba as an American.  

On our first day we attended the Grammy Award winning group Yoruba 

Andabo’s Saturday matinee performance at Club Cabaret Las Vegas in Havana. As a 

governmentally funded folkloric dance and music group, Yoruba Andabo has been 

allotted a permanent weekly performance time and location, ensuring that weekly 

performances by each state run company do not conflict and are equally distributed. 

The schedule does not change, allowing foreigners who visit year after year and 

residents to consistently know the exact location and time of each group’s 

performance. Yoruba Andabo’s matinee performance occurs from five to eight pm, 

prior to the club’s tourist priced evening show, and is (as was explained to me) 

therefore financially accessible to and predominately attended by Havana locals.  

The show began with thirteen band members filing in, stopping to light a 

candle in front of the stage, before cutting through the smoky air with their clear 

voices and reverberation from their multitude of percussion instruments. The 

audience talked, drank, smoked and sang along as the side lights dimmed further, 
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permitting the surprise entrance of two men and two women who burst onto the floor 

dancing rumba, a popular social couple’s dance of Cuba. Why I wondered, did locals 

instead of tourists fill the audience at this show performed by the same reoccurring 

cast of artists; what kept them coming back week after week? 

The Swirl of the Sacred and Secular at Club Cabaret Las Vegas 

When the band returned for their second set, it was not a rumba rhythm I 

heard that cut through the air, but rather the sound of sacred batá drums and the voice 

of the akpwón or lead singer found in religious Santería music. I looked to my right 

and saw a small impish figure jump into the space wearing red and black clothes, 

carrying a forked stick and dancing barefoot. It was Elegguá, the deity or oricha in 

the Santería pantheon honored at the start of a ceremony. This trickster character put 

his straw hat onto an audience member’s head and danced away smoking a cigar; was 

this the same performer whom I had watched dancing a sensuous rumba in short 

shorts earlier?1  

I watched as a man wearing a sports jersey slowly approached Elegguá from 

the audience, receiving an embrace and a blessing from the performer/oricha figure 

before he pressed money into his hands. Another man followed, prostrating himself 

face down on the ground at Elegguá’s feet, before standing and lifting him into a hug 

that elevated him into the air. What was happening here? When had audience 

members become permitted to join professional artists on stage, interrupting their 

                                                 
1 In this instance, a female dancer was dancing the role of the male trickster oricha Elegguá, echoing 
the blurring of gender lines seen in ritual settings where a female oricha can house herself in a male or 
female body during spiritual possession and vice versa. 
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performance in order to give them a hug? After Elegguá exited, four more orichas 

appeared one-by-one: Ochún, Yemayá, Changó and Ogún,2 each dancing their way 

into the performing space with audience members joining them during their solos- 

dancing, embracing, praying, singing, and giving thanks. What shifts had occurred 

here to create a world where sensuality, prayer and the club environment were one? 

Where did the secular end and the sacred begin in this weekly governmental gig?  

I began to wonder if these professional musicians and dancers were 

embodying roles and fulfilling needs for their attending audience members that 

reached beyond artistry and entertainment, as I knew it. Were these artists personally 

affected by this ceremonial space transformation as they embodied religious dances, 

rhythms and songs, or were they simply performing their professional stage jobs? I 

left Cuba three weeks later with more questions to fuel my thesis than answers. I had 

repeatedly experienced boundaries dissolve, overlap and swirl before me that I was 

previously sure had existed, between sacred and secular environments, dance and 

music forms, and audience members and performers. 

Staged Oricha Performance in Toronto, Canada 
 
 In October 2007, I had the opportunity to see Yoruba Andabo perform on 

North American soil.3 They were appearing in the city of Toronto, a three hour drive 

north traveling over the border from the College at Brockport’s campus in upstate 

New York, where I was based. This show marked the beginning of a fourteen city 

                                                 
2 Changó is an oricha representing male virility and lighting, while Ogún is a forest dwelling 
blacksmith, associated with all things metal.  
3 The performance occurred on October 12, 2007 at the Phoenix Concert Theater in Toronto, Canada. 
See appendix for an image of the concert’s promotional flyer. 
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Canadian tour for the performing ensemble, consisting of six dancers and nine 

musicians. I entered the nightclub to see an open floor filled with audience members 

seated in rows of folding chairs or standing, all facing the rather high proscenium 

stage looming in front of them.4 Over the next two hours, the performers led the 

Canadian crowd on a dance and music journey through three sacred and two secular 

Afro-Cuban folkloric traditions, each representing distinct African cultural influences 

and unique Cuban artistic creations and evolutions.  

 The performers began with a highly theatrical group choreography portraying 

the aggressive danced religions of Arará and Palo,5 followed by five oricha solos 

representing Elegguá, Yemayá, Changó, Ogún and Obatalá.6 Next a group of masked 

ireme dancers who are representatives of the male secret society and religion of 

Abakuá appeared, followed by social rumba couple dancing, and social Carnaval 

comparsa choreography which concluded with a large conga line of audience 

members and performers snaking through the crowd. In contrast, Yoruba Andabo’s 

two-hour Havana performance had begun and ended with audience interactive rumba 

dance and music, around a middle set of oricha dance solos and music, with no 

additional dance/music forms represented. 

Concert Analysis 

 The concert I witnessed in Canada versus in Cuba was different both in 

structure and intention. The Toronto performance was located outside of the 
                                                 
4 This was in contrast to the intimate space I had experienced in Havana where the public was situated 
three quarters of the way around the performers and on the same level. 
5 Arará and Palo are of Kongo-Angolan origins. 
6 Obatalá is considered the supreme oricha responsible for creation and morality; he dresses in all 
white. 
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company’s home country, and was catered to an international crowd as an artistic and 

educational representation of Afro- Cuban culture. A program was handed out to the 

audience members, unlike in Cuba, giving brief historical descriptions of each dance 

and music language that was to be presented, allowing concertgoers not literate in 

Afro-Cuban dance and music languages to follow along.  

In Toronto, although the audience cheered and clapped in appreciation, no one 

knew to or dared to approach the dancers while they were in their oricha embodiment, 

even after the performers broke concert dance’s invisible fourth wall by dancing 

down the stage’s side steps and into the audience. The audience remained seated, 

providing no direct feedback, interaction, or contribution to the oricha dancers’ solos, 

as they had in Cuba. At the Yoruba Andabo performance I experienced at Club 

Cabaret Las Vegas in Havana, the informed local viewing audience took on an active, 

participatory role, emulating the supportive community members present at a sacred 

ceremony, by joining in, communicating, and dancing with the orichas present at that 

matinee performance.  

Questioning Embodiment in Traditional Ceremony and on the Concert Stage 

 
Religious persecution has strengthened Santería’s ability to survive in and 

interweave itself into both sacred and secular landscapes. Its survival is not reliant on 

specific spiritual locations or objects, but rather on the embodied memories of those 

who have experienced its language in dancing body, singing voice, or in raptured 

viewing gaze.  
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How often did and do folklore performers use their stage time to internally 

communicate with the orichas while externally fulfilling the governmental goal of 

presenting an aesthetically pleasing and exciting music and dance event? Is this 

always a conscious choice, or do the liturgical rhythms and movement languages that 

they are embodying in performance, unwittingly carry them over the secular line and 

into the sacred sphere? Will the batá rhythms and traditionally inspired oricha 

movement vocabulary I incorporate into my thesis choreography have an energetic 

effect on my dancing cast and viewing audience because of its encoded spiritually 

communicative roots?  Or, will my transfer of the oricha tradition from a sacred 

performance context into a collegiate setting, utilizing a modern dance trained cast 

who are performing in front of largely uninformed audience members, dissolve the 

sacred threads I felt were present in Yoruba Andabo’s performed oricha depiction? 

Dunham Technique trained Cuban dance specialist Dr. Yvonne Daniel writes: 

“…rhythms have become codified due to their sounded rhythmical satisfaction, but 

also due to the affective or psychosomatic responses they generate. Much of ritual 

drumming…assumes a progression of emotive patterns as rhythms are sounded, 

repeated, and intensified. As rhythmic drumming is augmented in terms of speed and 

intensity, the dancing body is affected.”7 The inherent rhythmic structure and 

religious language in Santería music is designed to support a dancer’s sacred intent 

whether in a staged folkloric oricha performance or a sacred ceremonial context. 

                                                 
7 Daniel, Dancing Wisdom, 87. 
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When performing or viewing oricha dance in ceremonial or stage settings, 

embodied memories from sacred and secular experiences are drawn from, utilized, 

and added upon. Yoruba Andabo’s weekly state mandated performances at Club 

Cabaret Las Vegas create a permeable space for informed audience members to shift 

from observer to observer-participant by communicating and dancing with the orichas 

upon their embodied arrival in staged or ritual possession. It is a performed event 

where both audience members and performers cross repeatedly between sacred and 

social forms of expression.  

I will utilize the Dunham Model of Choreography to explore the musical and 

movement languages associated with the orichas, embarking me upon a swirling path 

that will cross repeatedly between the sacred and secular, Cuban and American, 

modern and traditional, academic and artistic worlds that I have chosen to bring into 

dialogue within this creative thesis project.   

Thesis Translated 
 

Aché is a word of Lucumi language origin defined as "ritual performance 

power; also the power to make things happen; innate dynamic essence of all people 

and things."8 In the creation of my thesis choreography Aché Essence, premiered in 

April 2008 at the College at Brockport Hartwell Theater, I chose to explore the 

embodiment and transformation of encoded ritual movement and rhythmic languages 

                                                 
8 Katherine Hagedorn, Divine Utterances: The Performance of Afro-Cuban Santería (Washington, DC: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001), 241. 
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from two sacred dance and music traditions, Haitian Vodou9 and Cuban Santería, as 

they transition from their original functions and settings to the concert dance stage 

and are translated within and communicated through the modern dancing body.  

Central to both of these religious belief systems is the concept that through 

sacred drumming, song and dance, deities in these religions known as lwa in Vodou 

and orichas in Santería, may be called down to earth to inhabit a physical dancing 

form in order to directly assist and communicate with humanity. In translating these 

sacred energies for secular performance, I sought to find universal connections 

between the individual archetypes each Haitian lwa and Cuban oricha I chose to draw 

from represented in everyday life for myself, my cast of dancers, and for our audience 

members. This objective contributed to the possibility that our danced communication 

and intentions might be personally applicable and accessible within the modern 

choreography that we were developing for the concert dance stage, for all involved.  

I used Katherine Dunham’s three primary philosophical methodologies of 

Form and Function, Intercultural Communication, and Socialization Through the Arts 

as guides to how I approached the choreographic process including: the formation of 

my choreographic intentions and vision, casting, rehearsal methods and structures, 

creation of movement vocabulary, spatial design and movement pathways, rhythmic 

integration, music composition and musical choice, costuming, lighting, coaching of 

my dancers, and the editing of my work.  

                                                 
9 The word Vodou (Vodun, Vodoun, Voodoo etc.), from Fon language origin in West Africa, means 
“sacred”. I chose to use a spelling of this word that I have seen printed in current publications most 
often.   
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I focused on layering and interweaving modern dance sensibilities including 

an expansive full range-of-motion use of the body, movement innovation, partnering 

and the use of the floor, with the traditional movement vocabularies, encoded 

symbolism, characterizations, and rhythmic and musical relationships associated with 

the Cuban orichas Elegguá, Oyá and Yemayá, and the Haitian lwa Danbala,10 into the 

transformation and creation of a movement language for Aché Essence. 

By commissioning two original compositions to accompany this 

choreographic work and combining them with two pieces of pre-recorded 

publications, a musical score was created that harmonically, rhythmically and 

instrumentally weaves together a dialogue of modern and traditional musical 

languages.  

Universal Connections 

Aché Essence is composed of three sections which each feature distinct 

rhythmic, movement and expressive qualities that draw from the traditional sacred 

languages they are inspired by. In creating a work that contains diverse influences, it 

was inherent that the roles of each contributing aspect have a purpose within the 

choreographic expression being created that was integral to the overall statement and 

dialogue that the piece was making, dually allowing each thread to communicate in 

reference to and beyond traditional culturally recognized meanings and associations.   

As a choreographer, I value the importance of studying and seeking to 

understand both the form and context of an established movement vocabulary and 

                                                 
10 Danbala is a lwa or religious deity in the Vodou pantheon who appears in serpent form, represented 
through the religious dance of Yanvalou. 
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kasé step must be inserted when the rhythmic call is heard in the music. I taught my 

cast traditional yanvalou movements and then asked them to improvise as a group, in 

duos, and in trios, to create traveling movements that contained these parameters. 

Staging wise, I maintained the characteristic practice of dancing in honor of Danbala, 

the serpentine lwa by moving incrementally through spatial levels, from laying on the 

floor’s surface to standing upright on one’s feet.  

 

Photograph by Alí Gonzalez 

The cast came up with a self-image that guided our improvisations when 

creating the opening group section, that of being newly born animals in a litter whose 

vision is not yet fully formed. As a result of this imagery, an internal focus was 

physically created as we forced our tactile and aural senses to be our leaders versus 

our actual eyesight, relying purely on the physical contact and body heat of those 

around us to be our guide as we ventured out into the space. It is not until the middle 
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of the piece, just prior to half the group exiting and the tempo increasing, that our 

gazes lift up and out for the first time allowing us to fully see each other as well as the 

stage space extending out around us.  

Musical Threads 

It was my intention to follow musically in the tradition of the Cachao 

composition that accompanies the second section of Aché Essence, through the 

weaving of African, European and Caribbean musical traditions that retain traditional 

accompanying rhythmic structures at its core, while allowing for the composer’s 

original artistic voice to be woven throughout. 

As in traditional oricha music, Vodou instrumentation consists of a set of 

three drums whose separate rhythms are played simultaneously, interweaving 

individual parts together to create the desired overall rhythm.32 I requested that the 

composer play a traditional yanvalou rhythm while infusing additional 

instrumentation and melodies through the use of an acoustic guitar and vocals into the 

musical score. I asked that the lyrics not be a traditional song for yanvalou but rather 

one of his own creation sung in the Yoruba language,33 creating a linguistic link 

                                                 
32 The drum battery played for the Vodou tradition is of Rada religious origins and consists of three 
drums of various sizes and pitches: maman (the largest and lowest in pitch), segon (meaning second or 
middle), and boula (the highest in pitch), and are played by using both the hands and a stick. A bell 
known as ogan and a rattle known as ason, accompany the drum battery, adding additional poly 
rhythms, as do the call and response singing voices of the performers/practitioners. The lwas, music, 
and religious structure followed in the Vodou religion is associated with the Rada nation from the 
Kingdom of Dahomey, having traveled and been maintained through the memories and practices of 
those who were brought to Haiti from the region now known as the country of Benin in West Africa.  
33 Yoruba is the language spoken and sung within the Santería tradition. Part of a musician’s training in 
becoming omo añá is to learn this language, allowing them to not only translate but to add to the 
traditional lyrics when needed as well as be fully cognizant of the speech tonalities and resulting 
communication connected to the rhythms and tones they are playing on the batá drums. Because the 
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Together this powerful group works to cut through obstacles, washing away 

negativity they perceive around them, opening the way for balance, calm and 

community to ensue. In sensing their job finished, they circle their bodies toward 

each other, creating an internal ring with their bowed and connected heads at the 

center of the crossroads. 

Aguas Bellas: Beautiful Waters  

In this final section of Aché Essence titled “Aguas Bellas” (Beautiful Waters), 

the performers embody wisdom and trust in themselves, each other, and their place in 

the world. The oricha mother energy of Yemayá has arrived, gathering us together to 

support and buoy one another through the ebb and flow and mysterious depths of 

life’s ocean currents, together as a community. 

As the group separates, dispersing along their separate pathways, the pulsing 

upper back of a new figure is seen. Turning to smile at the passing dancers she twirls 

softly downstage, her bright blue and white skirts billowing beneath her as she 

extends her arms towards the audience in greeting, before bowing her head and 

enfolding her arms in an embrace. 

Her body dips and dives, landing like ocean froth at the feet of the spirit 

creature whose expansive wings have swelled behind her, creating a large white tidal 

wave to frame her dance. The wave recedes as she scoops and splashes her skirts 

towards the wings of the stage, adding crashing arcs of turquoise, teal and indigo into 

the mix as three dancers join her salty, swirling waters. She withdraws, leaving this 
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trio to lift and toss one another, their radiating smiles encouraging each other’s play 

as they careen through the waves. 

In creating the choreography for this trio it was my purpose to expand upon 

the range-of-motion traditionally utilized in the scooping and swinging wave-like 

movement vocabulary of Yemayá, by incorporating physical contact and partnered 

lifts between the dancers as well as actions that carry them to the floor and back up. 

By allowing the possibility of these bodily extremes I actively broadened the lexicon 

of oricha dancing that I am aware of, as partnering and floor work are movement 

aspects that to date I have not seen or heard of being included in sacred or secular 

vocabulary.36  

 

Photograph by Jim Dusen 

                                                 
36 A slight exception to this would be some of Elleguá movements in which he is crouching or sitting 
on the floor playing with toys, during his childhood incarnation.  
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Four more dancers join this swirling trio, sending rhythmic bursts of ocean 

spray into the air as their bodies scoop and their skirts splash. Deep weight shifting 

undercurves and flying overcurves together balance this dynamic environment, where 

each member radiates in the sparkling light of their watery world.  

The rhythmic tempo of the group’s waters shift suddenly as the spirit 

creature’s voluminous form dives into their domain, being carried high up into a 

suspended flight as waves crash below; her sinking, spinning form setting off circular 

ripples that quickly build into an immense and vibrant whirlpool. Her outstretched 

rippling shape envelopes their whirling bodies, releasing the storm that has claimed 

them; they draw together dipping in unison into the calm waters to bath in its restored 

balance, the lights dimming until all that is seen is the pulsating backs of the water 

dancers swaying in the cleansed sea, framed by the spirit figure’s embracing wings. 

 

Photograph by Jim Dusen 
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Musical Underpinnings 

 The majority of the choreography for both sections one and three was 

completed prior to receiving the finalized commissioned, accompanying musical 

scores. Although this was not my original intention, it was possible, as I had 

predetermined the underlying rhythmic structure for each section at the beginning of 

my choreographic process based on the movement qualities and emotive associations 

connected with each specific rhythm. As the choreography for each rhythmic part 

revealed itself in the creation process, I then communicated the approximate musical 

length as well as emotional/communicative attributes and physical descriptions of 

each of these parts to the composer, Clement Joseph, to aid in his creation process. As 

I received preliminary sections of his compositions I would try them with our 

choreography and respond with requests for adjustments in quality, tempo or length if 

needed.  

 The music for “Essence”, titled “Birth/Yanvalou” was divided into two 

connected musical parts reflected in the split title. I requested that the “birth” part, 

accompanying the opening solo for the spirit/life-giver figure, contain a free rhythm 

with a mix of ambient sounds and/or vocalizations that would serve to draw the 

audience into the mysterious environment being created on stage, and that represented 

the feeling and idea of “birth” for the composer.  
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Photograph by Alí Gonzalez 

At the moment the spirit figure completes the final whoosh of her spinning 

body over the entangled snake creatures, I asked that the percussive rhythm for 

yanvalou begin (along with the introduction of the guitar and vocal melodies), 

signaling the physical juncture when the newborns are strong enough to start their 

slithering propulsion into space, their heartbeats reflected in the sound of the drum 

battery. Halfway through the yanvalou part, as the group concludes their slow 

evolution to standing, I asked that a gradual increase in tempo and dynamics 

commence that builds in intensity throughout the remainder of the composition.    

 Although adjusting in speed and musical accent, the yanvalou rhythm used in 

this first section remained constant, causing the dancers to only have to learn one 

rhythmic structure within which all of the created movements for this section fit. In 

contrast the third section contained four musical shifts within its form, each reflecting 

distinct batá rhythms in honor of Yemayá that proved to be challenging for the 

dancers to distinguish between and fully embody, until the end of our rehearsal 
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process when they had the opportunity to listen and dance with the final completed 

musical score.37 

Movement through Rhythm 

 I began forming the overall structure for “Aguas Bellas” by first deciding 

which of the many batá rhythms played in honor of Yemayá I wanted to include, their 

musical and characteristic purpose within the development of this final section, and 

their order. By categorizing the specific Yemayá movements that correspond with 

each of these rhythms I was able to note in detail their unique rhythmic phrasing, 

musical accents, and identifying movement quality and characteristic function. This 

provided me with a rhythmic and qualitative structural launching pad from which to 

create modernized movement vocabulary for each of the rhythmic dialects that I 

chose to utilize and speak from.  

 I opened with the rhythm yakotá and its accompanying song Yemayá Asesu, 

counted in a waltz-like 123, 456, 123, 456, which allowed me to emphasize the 

joyful, smooth, rising and sinking qualities of Yemayá, in contrast to the angularity 

and sharpness seen and heard in the previous landscape infiltrated by Elegguá and 

Oyá. These characteristics were developed during the initial solo, duet, trio and 

                                                 
37 During the rehearsal process I sang out loud a basic interpretation of the batá accompaniment, as no 
musical recording existed of the custom order of Yemayá rhythms I had chosen. Each of the 
professional recordings I had for Yemayá were composites themselves of multiple rhythms of different 
musical lengths, causing me to have to isolate the individual rhythm we were working on in the 
choreography from its embedded location in the recordings. Undoubtedly the rhythmic length of each 
rhythm we were developing was never found in these recordings, causing me to revert to singing 
during rehearsals. Although in my mind I could fill in my sparse vocalizations with memories of what 
the actual live six-handed parts of each batá rhythm sounded like, my dancers could not as they had not 
heard these rhythms played live, causing much frustration and confusion on their part as they 
attempted to rhythmically learn something that was not presented aurally in its entirety. 
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gathering of the group, establishing the new rhythmic, movement and qualitative 

environment of this section.  

Once this new buoyant water world was created, the rhythm changes to 

omolode, adding a strong aural accent and visual splash: +1, 2, 3, +1, 2, 3, to the 

beginning of each measure within its 6/8 phrasing. As this new rhythmic texture 

develops, the batá quickly transitions into the funky clave38 based rhythm of chikini 

counted in a 12, 123, 12, 123, supporting the evolving richness and intricacies 

interwoven within the dancers’ movements and musical score.  

As the spirit figure dives into the action, the rhythm turns to the culminating 

alaró de Yemayá, which grows rapidly in tempo and rhythmic complexity, propelling 

the spinning and swirling kaleidoscope of ocean hues into a giant dipping and diving, 

splashing and flying whirlpool of movement on stage, completing this musical score 

titled “Mama Yemayá”.   

It was my original intention to have portions of the musical accompaniment 

for Aché Essence be performed live, allowing the musicians and dancers to react and 

respond rhythmically in dialogue with each other in real time on stage with the 

musicians weaving their presence in and out of the dancing imagery as an aural 

equivalent to the spirit figure’s visual appearances and interactions. This proved to 

not be logistically possible for the initial performances of the piece, but it is an idea I 

would like to explore in future incarnations of this production. 

                                                 
38 Clave is a Spanish word that translates as key or keystone. It is the underlying two-measure rhythmic 
foundation for the majority of both sacred and secular Afro-Cuban rhythms. John Amira, The Music of 
Santeriá: Traditional Rhythms of the Batá Drums (Reno: White Cliffs Media, 1999), 25. 
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Costume Construction 

 Costume choice is a communicative tool that serves to direct the viewer’s eye 

to specific points of bodily focus based on what is revealed, covered or added to on 

each performer’s body. Costumes alter the moving shape a dancing body creates as it 

travels through space, thus affecting how the movement within is perceived and 

understood by the audience. The Form and Function of the design can affect a 

performer’s mental, emotional and physical embodiment and experience within the 

choreography, as well as add to the qualitative, narrative, and historical references 

being perceived by the observer.   

I began my choreographic process of Aché Essence by creating multiple 

drawings of the visual imagery and supporting costume designs that I envisioned 

within the piece. I purchased over 200 yards of silk-like fabric in white and various 

ocean water colors in New York City’s Garment District, allowing me to sew the 

sixty-yard Loïe Fuller type costume and sixteen ruffled, circle skirts,39 prior to 

rehearsals commencing in January.  

It was imperative that I confirmed the functionality of my designs before 

beginning the choreography (especially with the Fuller inspired spirit costume),40 as 

                                                 
39 Every skirt required two layers of ruffles, each 14 yards in length, mandatory in creating the fullness 
needed to accurately portray the desired naturalistic moving images. 
 
 
40 The design for the Loïe Fuller type costume was a pure experiment, created successfully with 
imagination and luck by viewing photographs, drawings, film footage and descriptions of her dancing 
images and patented curved arm extenders used beneath some of her costumes. I utilized 2½ foot long 
bamboo sticks that I found in the garden department of a hardware store, to suspend the fabric from the 
dancer’s outstretched arms. Repeated drawings and measurements were made by Dance Department 
costumer Sandra Cain and me prior to costume construction in order to maximize every inch of 
purchased fabric, as I could neither afford nor obtain any extra from New York City. 
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the movement of the multiple layers of fabric greatly affected the overall image in 

space created by the dancing body moving within, directly determining which of the 

experimental movement vocabulary and phrasing we discovered in rehearsal would 

communicate effectively from the stage.41  

 

Photograph by Laura Frank 

I applied the same approach to costuming as I later utilized in my 

choreographic and musical creation, of providing structural references to specific lwa 

and oricha identifiers used within both sacred and secular performance environments 

into my designs, while remaining true to the functional and characteristic needs of my 

choreographic vision.42 Because Aché Essence runs for a continuous fifteen minutes 

                                                 
41 One of the biggest challenges we had in creating movement from within the Loïe Fuller type 
costume was to find the correct torque and angle of the rapid turns, dives and leaps that the dancer so 
bravely and beautifully performed, while trying to prevent the voluminous fabric from billowing over 
and around her head, tangling and blinding her.  
42 In Cuban folkloric performance, each oricha can often be immediately identified according to the 
standard colors and costume they are wearing and their associative props, prior to any music being 
played or any dancing taking place. In sacred contexts, when a person’s body has become inhabited by 
an oricha in possession, they are quickly dressed in garments and colors resembling those used in 
standard secular performances. Elleguá appears in geometric configurations of red and black on his 
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with very brief exits for each of the dancers, costumes were designed to accommodate 

a quick addition or subtraction of layers while maintaining an organic evolution in 

visual progression through the three sections. 

Although each oricha and lwa is associated with identifying colors, props and 

specific costume elements, I chose to keep all of the costumes white except for the 

ocean colored overskirts added in the last section. I worked with Sandra Cain, 

costumer extraordinaire within the College at Brockport’s Department of Dance, to 

design a base costume used throughout the choreography that bares the entire back 

and spine from just above the sacrum to the axis of the neck, clearly bringing into 

focus Danbala’s serpentine spinal ripples at the beginning of the piece and Oyá and 

Yemayá’s circling and pulsating torso movements. This was worn with pants whose 

shape references the full, ruffled skirts worn within Haitian and Cuban folkloric 

dance performance and religious ceremony, while adding an increased range of 

motion and a clearer visual line of the lower body. Each dancer is crowned in white 

lace, in dual tribute to the ornate crowns worn by each oricha and the transformation 

in character I asked each performer to undertake.   

A white skirt is added in section two, worn tied up and knotted during the 

entrance solos with Elleguá’s declarative movement. The fabric is released as we 

stand to embody the female warrior Oyá, its fullness spiraling, wrapping and creating 

                                                                                                                                           
vest, hat and pants that end at the knee, and carries a garabato in his hand. Oyá wears a crown with 
purple hued blouse and pants underneath a multi-colored skirt, and carries an iruke or horse’s tail in 
her hand. Yemayá wears color combinations of blue and white with ocean inspired designs, on her 
blouse and over and under skirts, and a crown. In Haiti, folklore costumes are less categorized.  
Dancers portraying Danbala are often dressed in all white, with pants and no shirt for the men and a 
full skirt and blouse for the women, and white kerchiefs tied around the head.  
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gusts of air under our bodies during her relentless triplet whirlwind turns. In the 

“Aguas Bellas” section, a frothing top skirt is added. It is held continuously in the 

hands as a floating and billowing extension of the dancers’ bodily movements, 

causing each motion to expand in spatial shape and to extend in time duration. The 

rippling fabric of the skirts create visual trails in the wake of each performer, building 

a dual sensation of swimming within and viewing from afar, the ocean’s cascading 

waves.   

Lit From Within 

 Four months before the concert, I shared a recent article from Dance 

Magazine with the College at Brockport lighting designer Christian Tucker, detailing 

lighting inventions used by Loïe Fuller. In addition, I provided him with Internet links 

to video excerpts of dances by Fuller scholar and choreographic reinterpreter Jody 

Sperling,43 as an example of modern lighting plans and costumes inspired by the 

designs of Loïe Fuller. I was intrigued by the repeated descriptions I read of the 

naturalistic environments and alternate realities that Loïe Fuller created and drew her 

audience into, through the textural imagery she reflected upon the fabric surrounding 

her dancing body, as part of her innovative lighting projections and designs.  

It was my hope to have Aché Essence lit in a way that outside structural 

reminders of the theater space were in shadow, with the audience feeling embraced by 

an amorphous evolving space containing focused illumination on dancing figures that 

crossed between the lines of sacred and secular, earth and water, reality and fantasy. 

                                                 
43 Sperling, Jody, “Technology’s Ghosts: Loïe Fuller & the Magic Lantern”, Dance Magazine (NY: 
Macfadden Performing Arts Media, 2007), 46. (www.timelapsedance.com) 
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Periodically through our rehearsal process, especially while working on the solo 

movements with the Loïe Fuller inspired costume, I invited Tucker to observe and 

give us feedback. He reported back to us the lighting effects, images and spatial 

positioning that were actually feasible, and provided his ideas and suggestions.  

 Although I sat with Tucker as he lit the piece in tech rehearsal requesting 

specific colors, qualities and lighting levels, as a performer within the piece who was 

not fully knowledgeable of Hartwell Theater’s lighting capabilities, I could not gain a 

true outside audience perspective of how the piece actually appeared in full lighting. 

The video recordings I previewed showed an altered sense of color and lighting 

effects, causing me to rely solely on what Tucker created and designed.  

Stepping Out to Step In 

The Dunham Model of Choreography served as my lens through which I 

approached and inhabited multiple roles: choreographer, researcher, performer, 

teacher and costumer, during the creation process of Aché Essence.  I embarked on 

my thesis journey with a multitude of artistic intentions and an experiential familiarity 

with the dance and music languages, cultures and philosophies that I was choosing to 

weave together and speak from, within this choreographic project. 

It was my goal to build a rehearsal environment and structure (Form and 

Function) that allowed my cast members to develop their own personal associations 

and ties to the individual languages and communicative intentions that I shared and 

incorporated (Intercultural Communication) in a manner that provided sufficient 

cultural context without imposing upon or overwhelming them with my history of 
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experiences and perceptions of the material we were drawing from; in turn 

contributing to the universal threads of purpose that we discovered as a group and our 

combined abilities to share and connect this understanding with our audience 

(Socialization Through the Arts). 

As opening night dawned, I stepped out of my observational and editing 

mindset to enter fully into the internal embodiment and communal experience of 

performance. My preliminary visions, sketches and written ideas of movement, 

imagery, sound and feeling had come to fruition, now existing as its own entity to be 

lived, discovered and communicated anew each night through the hearts, minds and 

bodies of an incredibly strong, expressive and united cast.   

Returned Threads of Communication 

“With a dancer clad in an expansive costume that extended her arm span at least 
three feet, Christie’s Aché Essence conjured up images of religious deities, 
community offerings, and ritualistic moments of creation and 
celebration…beautifully performed by the dancers.”44 
 

Although I provided descriptive notes with detailed imagery and cultural 

references in the concert program,45 and felt confident about the technical and 

performance abilities of the dancers and production crew, the question remained 

whether or not the audience would connect to any of the archetypal energies we were 

working so hard to communicate from the stage. Would the fantastical environments 

we were creating feel inviting and accessible to the college students and residents of 

                                                 
44 Lyndsey Vader, “Dance/Hartwell”, Friends of Brockport Dance Newsletter (NY: College at 
Brockport Department of Dance, 2008), 5. 
45 See Appendix to view notes provided to the audience in their DANCE/Hartwell concert program. 
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upstate New York who filled our audience each night? Would our movement and 

cultural expressions resonate with or feel applicable to any of their life experiences?     

A student writer reviewed our debut in the school’s newspaper: “The dancers 

moved as strong women with closed fists and compelling shoulder movements…It 

was clear that the piece emanated the strength of women everywhere. The audience 

resided in a world where women personified strength, energy and development.”46 

An undergraduate student, describing his kinesthetic response to the piece, wrote: “I 

like this dance because the message was so clear and so strong. The dance was 

graceful and in your face all at the same time, it really made me feel like getting out 

of my seat and dancing.”47  

 

Photograph by Laura Frank 

                                                 
46 Kate Pracher, “DANCE/Hartwell Creates a New World”, The Stylus (NY: College at Brockport, 
2008), 21. 
47 Sean Dell, “Modern Dance Concert Critique”, Looking At Dance (NY: College at Brockport, 2008), 
2. Written as part of an assignment for the undergraduate general education class DNS125 Looking At 
Dance. 
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I was invited to present Aché Essence as part of two different productions held 

the first and last weekends in April 2008, creating the opportunity for the cast and the 

work to evolve over the span of a month through seven performances to sold-out 

audiences.48 This extended performing period allowed each dancer to deepen their 

embodiment and communication of the choreography through an ongoing exploration 

and development of their mental, emotional and kinesthetic relationship to the 

movement, music, and each other, that would not have been permitted had we only 

one culminating concert weekend to be “perfect” in our presentation.  

A student in describing his reaction of the piece for a class assignment wrote: 

“This dance gave me a feeling of energy and power through the earth and body. All 

the dancers seemed to be full of life and energy and it moved into the crowd. 

Mentally I felt the dance was waking up myself and the crowd. This dance seemed to 

express freedom and self-expression.”49 Another drew personal associations between 

the imagery seen within the movement and in the costumes: “The way the dancers 

moved to the beat seemed to convey a spiritual feeling to the audience. The flowing 

white costumes added to the spiritual feelings because it looked like something angels 

would wear.”50 

Receiving written reviews and verbal feedback from our first concert series, 

and being able to ruminate in the material through performance, provided positive 

                                                 
48 We performed as part of the DANCE/Hartwell concert April 3rd - 5th and the Sankofa African Dance 
and Drum Ensemble concert April 24th - 27th, in the College at Brockport’s Hartwell Dance Theater. 
49 Sean Dell, “Modern Dance Concert Critique”, 2.  
50 Matthew Andon-McLane, “Modern Dance Concert Critique”, Looking At Dance (NY: College at 
Brockport, 2008), 2. Written as part of an assignment for the undergraduate general education class 
DNS125 Looking At Dance. 
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affirmations of our expressive intentions and valuable insight as to choreographic 

areas and communicative aspects that we could improve upon and clarify. One 

reviewer shared the political associations and connections he made between the 

vocalizations and movements he saw in the central section of Aché Essence and 

historical events: “The dancers in this section would yell random things such as 

“Huuh” or something to that effect. Most likely communicating that enough was 

enough and they were standing their ground and making sure that their voice was 

heard. The movements were closer to the ground and a lot of hand, shoulder, and arm 

isolations were used. This part reminded me of previous historical events such as 

women’s suffrage or the acquisition of African American rights. So the name 

“Declaration” was quite appropriate.”51  

Danced Experience 

As choreographer I arranged for each fully produced rehearsal and show to be 

videotaped, providing the cast and I with an outside perspective of the visceral 

intensity we experienced on stage. I assembled the footage, combining camera angles 

shot from various backstage and audience perspectives into both a four-minute visual 

collage of extracted movement clips and a fifteen-minute version capturing the piece 

in its entirety.52 

I arranged shots that revealed as little of the actual stage structure as possible 

and where “front” was relative, helping to visually transport the audience out of their 
                                                 
51 Jason Barry, “Prep #4”, Looking At Dance (NY: College at Brockport, 2008), 2. Written as part of an 
assignment for the undergraduate general education class DNS125 Looking At Dance. 
 
52 Completed as a part of the Cameras and Choreography class I was enrolled in during the Spring 
2008 semester with professor Betty Jenkins at the College at Brockport.  
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reality and into our environment. Once within, I was able to guide their eyes and 

attention to the exact visual and kinetic accents and paths I wanted them to follow as 

their gaze wove around and among the dancers, creating a new telling of the 

choreography through videography editing.  

 

Photograph by Jim Dusen 

In viewing and assembling this footage after the conclusion of our 

performances, I saw aspects of the dancers’ interpretations and intensity that I had 

never been privy to. I was moved to tears many times during the editing process by 

images I witnessed of their whirling, grounded bodies reaching and expressing and 

communicating in deeply connected and committed ways. I saw facial expressions 

and minute bodily details that revealed the layered personal intricacies they had each 

added to the movement we created in rehearsal. Due to the intimate, multileveled, 

360-degree perspectives that the camera captured, I observed visual landscapes and 

movement angles never seen by the audience or myself, illuminating new meanings 

and future choreographic possibilities.  
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During our culminating cast party many of the dancers shared that this had 

been unlike any other rehearsal or performance experience they had been through 

previously. They referred to each other as a family and to the intimate bonds and 

nicknames built between them during this process, which now crossed outside of their 

theater and studio environments, leading them to feel closer to this group than other 

casts they had worked or performed with. They expressed their gratitude that I had 

not required them to adopt any of the religious systems associated with the dance and 

movement languages learned, but rather encouraged them to find their own 

connection to the choreographic material in a way that felt comfortable to them. 

In a written exercise conducted prior to our debut performance, I asked the 

dancers to describe their kinesthetic, emotional and mental experiences within each of 

the piece’s three sections. This created an opportunity for them to verbally share with 

each other their individual and overlapping internal perceptional shifts within the 

course of the dance, and also provided myself as choreographer with a barometer as 

to how and in what ways they had infused this dance into their own bodies, minds and 

spirits. I was happily surprised by what they revealed in their detailed descriptions, as 

our rehearsals were often filled with laughter and outward signs of physical 

exhaustion that overrode voluntary discussions of their internal interpretations or 

process.  

 Each described the journey they took within this choreography, moving 

together each night through an internal-to-external-to-interpersonal relationship cycle 

with each other and our audience. We began as newborns knotted together in a state 
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of kinesthetic hyperawareness. Moving together we found our individuality, growing 

into externally focused, self-sufficient young adults. We evolved into wise women 

who were interpersonally connected, smiling and supportive as we danced towards 

our final circular destination, out of breath, invigorated and united. It was an honor to 

witness their individual transformations and familial cohesion. With thanks to my 

production staff, thesis advisors and incredible cast of dancers, we were able to join 

creative voices and wholeheartedly embark on this voyage.  

Future Visions  
 
 In future reincarnations of Aché Essence I would like to explore my original 

idea of infusing live music with recorded selections, through the added presence and 

interactions of batá players and vocalists with the dancers on stage. Not only would 

this add aurally and visually to the production, but also culturally and socially by 

providing the dancers and musicians with the opportunity to actively listen, watch, 

and communicate with each other. Instead of relying on memorized pre-recorded 

rhythmic shifts, the dancers would have to stay attuned to the musical changes 

happening in real time, while the musicians would be adjusting their timing based on 

what was being communicated to them from the dancers’ movements. Additionally, 

the musicians would embody characters within the fabric of the production, perhaps 

as an aural and more earth bound extension of the female spirit figure. 

  One of the biggest frustrations voiced by the cast throughout our rehearsal 

process was the fact that they were unable to dance to the complete musical 

soundtrack until a week prior to our first performance and therefore were struggling 
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to fully understand and be able to aurally discern the specific rhythms and musical 

qualities and phrasing within each section. This was especially a challenge in the 

Aguas Bellas section which demanded they follow and shift between four complex 

batá rhythms for Yemayá.  

In remounting this production, regardless of whether live musicians were 

included in the actual performance, I would provide one if not more opportunities for 

the cast to hear and move to the rhythms played live. The sound of my voice trying to 

sing the rhythm of yanvalou or emulate the sound of three batás was not an effective 

musical guide or time keeper. Especially because the dancers had no supplemental 

listening experience or cultural context from which to add to the dance and music 

languages I was introducing them to, besides the videos and recordings I played or 

the verbal descriptions I gave.  

It is imperative that I bring the research-to-performance experience to the cast 

by inviting guest artists from the musical lineage of the traditions I am asking them to 

embody and evolve from, into and as an integrated part of their rehearsal process. I 

would be hesitant to invite the cast to experience oricha music and dance within a 

ceremonial context as Katherine Dunham did, for fear of impeding on the dancers’ 

personal beliefs, unless individuals specifically voiced their interest in attending.     

 As a new cast of individuals and movers embody Aché Essence, I would 

expect the movements to adjust to fit their personal bodies, expressions and intended 

communications. I would provide opportunities for them to add their creative voice 

into the material, especially in the Elleguá solo entrances and the yanvalou and 
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Yemayá trios. Because the movements performed by the Loïe Fuller inspired figure 

in my thesis concert were tailored specifically for that individual dancer’s physical 

capabilities, I imagine that these solo movements would have to be improvised and 

reset for each person taking on that role, as well as the costume construction adjusted 

to fit their physique.  

 I would like to take a more active role in the integration and use of the lighting 

design and practices used within this piece, as it was an aspect of Loïe Fuller’s work 

that has intrigued me from the commencement of my research. The idea of using 

directional lighting, projected colors and textural imagery to create environmental 

landscapes that interact with the dancers’ bodies is rich with explorative 

opportunities. These are possibilities generally available within a concert dance 

staged presentation, but not necessarily in a sacred or outdoors secular performance 

setting. I believe that my further understanding and implementation of lighting design 

would contribute atmospheric depth to the themes and movement languages being 

developed within this piece.  

 My cast of dancers worked tirelessly in the creation of Aché Essence, but as 

fulltime students most were physically and time wise overextended in their school 

and outside performance and rehearsal commitments, in addition to working with me 

on my thesis project. Over the course of only eight group rehearsals we collectively 

took on the Herculean task of discovering and setting the choreographic, musical and 

narrative structure of a fifteen-minute piece while simultaneously learning the basic 

vocabularies of five dance and music languages to a degree that each member was 
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able to creatively evolve from and speak through each coherently and with 

conviction. Although I worked with each member of the cast during the week in 

either a solo or trio rehearsal, we met as a whole cast only once a week late afternoon 

on Saturdays, as it was the only common time we shared as a group. In future re-

settings I would hope for an expanded number of group rehearsals.  

An enormous degree of personal subtlety, group dynamics, musical 

connection and communicative richness developed within my thesis cast and their 

audience between our debut performance and the culmination of our second concert 

series, as the structural creation process was tapered off and the performed discovery 

and creation process began. Because a working structure of Aché Essence has now 

been established, it is my hope that in the resetting of this work on a new cast I will 

be able to allot more time to developing nuances of the movement and musical 

languages and their cultural context during the rehearsal process in a way that I was 

unable to with this inaugural cast. In revisiting the work through new bodies and 

personalities, I will have the opportunity to layer and/or simplify within the piece as 

needed while I reassess the purpose, function, visual and musical aesthetics and 

resulting communication with the audience for each section and in the production as a 

whole.  

Working through the Dunham Model of Choreography has provided me with 

many angles from which to approach and re-approach my creation, development, 

coaching, performance and editing process. Each of the three philosophical 

methodologies offers a different inroad to understanding and fine-tuning one’s 
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communicative choreographic purpose and to developing concrete methods of 

bringing those creative ideas into a moving, sounded and embodied reality, regardless 

from which dance languages, cultural contexts or performance environments one is 

choosing to create within or from. I look forward to future evolutions of both Aché 

Essence and new works yet to emerge, as I further explore working within the 

Dunham Model of Choreography. 

 



Chapter Six: 
In Conclusion: The Dunham Model of Choreography as a Social Act 

 
Dance Artist as Activist 
 

“After many efforts to arrive at some conclusive decision when thinking of 
dance, I have decided upon this, that dance is not a technique but a social act 
and that dance should return to where it first came from, which is the heart and 
soul of man, and man’s social living.” Katherine Dunham1   
 
By combining the three primary philosophical methodologies of Form and 

Function, Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Arts in the 

Dunham Model of Choreography, a framework for brainstorming, researching, 

creating, interacting, communicating and evaluating within the choreographic process 

is established. These methodologies encourage the choreographer to remain 

accountable through self-examination for their creative decisions, social interactions, 

communicative contributions and resulting conversations with the world.   

The Dunham philosophies and Choreographic Model recognizes the dance 

artist as activist, and facilitates the ongoing dialogue and balance between self and 

outer awareness, asking the questions: how is your work relevant? Are you the best 

communicator you can be? Are you speaking from your place of truth? Have you 

acknowledged and incorporated the creative voices and experiences of those working 

with you and of the traditions and histories you are drawing from? How is your 

expression connected locally, nationally, globally?  

 

                                                 
1 Katherine Dunham as quoted in Albirda Rose, Dunham Technique “A Way of Life” (Dubuque: 
Kendall/Hunt Publishing Company, 1990), 23. 
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In regards to one’s analysis within the creative process and continual evaluation 

when revising, resetting, or re-envisioning a piece, the Dunham Model asks: did all 

aspects of the production (Form) fully communicate my intentions (Function)? How 

were my audience members and cast transformed by their rehearsal, performance, and 

viewing experiences and can I improve upon this (Socialization Through the Arts)? 

Was I globally and self responsible in my presentation, am I open to feedback and 

continued dialogue (Intercultural Communication)?  

Experiential Perceptions 

 The Dunham Model provided an inquisitive structure through which I 

developed and produced my creative project Aché Essence, conducted historiographic 

research into the governmental and artistic transmutation of Cuban oricha dance and 

music, and reviewed contemporary Cuban oricha choreography by the company 

Yoruba Andabo. 

The three philosophical methodologies challenged me to remain aware and 

inclusive of the human personalities, cultural histories and social and spiritual 

elements included within my creation process, and provided guidelines through which 

to develop an articulate communication of my intentions in my research, writing and 

choreography. I feel that this model provided an effective methodology through 

which to fulfill my goal of translating dance and music forms from their sacred and 

secular traditionally performed settings and functions to the presentational modern 

concert dance stage, while acknowledging and integrating my personal artistic vision 
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and perceptions. I believe the Dunham methodologies to be a relevant and valuable 

contribution to the field of choreography. 

Dunham Master Teacher and Director of Certification Dr. Albirda Rose links 

each of the three philosophical methodologies that she refers to as “models”, with 

aspects of ourselves and our sensory modalities, which in terms of the Choreographic 

Model unites one’s body and mind (Form and Function) and mind and emotion 

(Intercultural Communication and Socialization Through the Arts), within the 

creation process. Dr. Rose writes that in their integration the philosophies utilize a 

fourth mode: “the implementation of all three models uses the spiritual, which is the 

inner focus towards self-knowledge.”2 The Dunham Model offers an opportunity for 

learning, creating and assessing through one’s body, mind, spirit and emotions.  

The Global Dunham Model 

I believe this holistic model to be an effective framework for choreographing 

from within any and all dance languages and mediums. The Dunham Model of 

Choreography recognizes that we live in a global society where intercultural 

communication surrounds and affects us whether we are consciously aware of it or 

not, and pushes each of us as artists to tap into and help facilitate its process. 

Katherine Dunham approached her life with the view that there is skill, foresight, 

history, value, and complexity within the embodiment and choreographed 

presentation of folkloric, classical, traditional, social, and religious based dance and 

music forms, regardless of what class structure or cultural location they are derived.  

                                                 
2 Ibid., 25. 
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The Dunham Model of Choreography is effective not only in formulating 

one’s creative ideas (Form and Function), but acknowledges the multitude of roles 

each choreographer embodies: teacher, coach, facilitator etcetera when working with 

other dancers and production staff (Socialization Through the Arts), It recognizes our 

place within a global, multinational, multilingual country and world and the 

potentially powerful role we have as dance artists in promoting and facilitating 

communication between groups of people including our creative participants and our 

viewing audience (Intercultural Communication).  

Recognizing Katherine Dunham’s Contributions 

It is my intention that by tracking Katherine Dunham’s development and 

practice of her three primary philosophic methodologies I have provided my readers 

with a foundation from which to recognize their integrated application and 

importance within her life’s work, and of their continued value to artists of today. “In 

Dunham’s case, one must set her research and performance style in historical context. 

Her writing on the dances of Haiti applied a form/function, structuralist analysis to 

the dances she observed, while her choreography belongs to the narrative, modernist 

tradition...Given the current taste for non-narrative, decentered, or abstract 

choreography, the postmodern perspective may, indeed, inhibit our abilities to 

appreciate the history and memory embedded in Dunham’s Caribbean and African 

American dances.”3 May we see beyond our misconceptions or previous perceptions 

                                                 
3 VéVé Clark, “Performing the Memory of Difference in Afro-Caribbean Dance: Katherine Dunham’s 
Choreography, 1938-1987” Kaiso! Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 2005), 323. 
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and follow in Ms. Dunham’s lead to see and create with an eye attuned to the 

universal motifs and patterns inherent to humanity as we seek to express and 

communicate within the world at large. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

149 
 



Appendix 
 

Creative and Written Project Time Table 
 
• November 15th-16th 2007- Purchase of all fabric for thesis costumes in New 
York City’s Garment District. 
 
• November 26th 2007- Thesis proposal submitted to committee for review. 

 
• December 4th 2007- Thesis casting audition. 

 
• December 15th 2007-January 20th 2008- Intensive costume construction. 

 
• January 21st-26th 2008- Intensive rehearsal week with cast held prior to the 
commencement of spring semester’s classes. 

 
• January 28th-March 30th 2008- Four rehearsal sessions conducted per week, with 
each dancer participating in two: weekly group rehearsal plus either the yanvalou 
trio, Yemayá trio, or solo rehearsals. Continued costume construction. 

 
• March 30th -April 5th 2008- DANCE/Hartwell production week and thesis 
concert. 

 
• April 20th - 27th 2008- Sankofa African Dance and Drum Ensemble production 
week and concert. 

 
• Week of May 5th 2008- Concert wrap-up and cast party. 

 
• August 2008- Completed written thesis approved by committee. 
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Author’s Teacher Certification 
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Flyer from Author’s Collection 

 
A Flyer Advertising the Dunham Company in 1946 

 
 
 
 

152 
 



 
 

 
Photograph from Author’s Collection 

 
Promotional Photograph of the Dunham Company  

From the choreography Rara Tonga 
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Photograph from Author’s Collection 

 
Promotional Photograph of Katherine Dunham from her choreography L’ Ag Ya 
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Photograph by Jim Dusen 

Costume Designed and Created by Author 
 

 
Promotional Photograph of Author taken for DANCE/Hartwell Thesis Concert 
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January Intensive Fun and Crazy Rehearsal Schedule! 
 
Monday January 21st 
9am Welcome! Videos of performed oricha movement shown. 
10-11:30 Yanvalou all (traditional movement & improvisation) 
11:30-1 Yanvalou trio (Ashley, Kelly, Kim) 
(lunch) 
1:30-3- Yemayá all (traditional movement & improvisation) 
3-4:30- Yemayá trio (Zuri, Yolexis, Shama) 
5-6- Marcia solo 
Dinner at Molly’s house 
 
Tuesday January 22nd  
9-11 Yanvalou all (choreography)  
11-12 Yanvalou trio  
(lunch) 
12:30-1:30 Yemayá trio  
1:30-3:30- Yemayá all (choreography)  
4-5- Marcia solo 
Dinner at Kelly’s house 
 
Wednesday January 23rd  
9-10:30 Yanvalou all (choreography) 
10:30-12:00 Yemayá all (choreography) 
(lunch) 
12:30-2- Elegguá all (traditional movement) 
2-4- Elegguá solos all (everyone will meet w/ me individually for 20 minutes each to create a solo 
entrance based on Elegguá movements combined w/ your own inventions) 
4:30-5:30- Marcia solo 
Dinner at Shama’s house 
 
Thursday January 24th  
9-12 Elegguá all (choreography) 
(lunch) 
12:30-2- Elegguá all (choreography) 
2-3:30- Oyá all (traditional movement) 
4-5- Marcia solo 
Dinner at Ashley’s house 
 
Friday January 25th  
9-12 Oyá all (choreography)  
(lunch) 
12:30-2- Yemayá all w/ Marcia 
2:00-3:30- Yanvalou all w/ Marcia 
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DANCE/Hartwell Program Notes 
 

Title: Aché Essence 
Choreography: Molly Elizabeth Christie 
Costumes Designed and Created by: Sandra Cain and Molly Elizabeth Christie 
Lighting Design: Christian Tucker  
Performers:  Molly Christie, Yolexis González, Shama Harding, Kelly Kavanaugh, 
Kimberly Koerner, Zurisaday Moreno, Ashley Reid, Marcia Vanderlee  
Understudy: Christina D’Amico 
  
Part 1: Essence 
Life energy winds its way up our spines and out the crowns of our heads as our 
bodies and spirits are awakened, our sensing explorations being guided by the circular 
rhythm of the lwa Danbala.  
Music: “Birth/Yanvalou” 
Traditional Rhythms Arranged, Composed and Performed by: Clement Joseph 
 
Part 2: Declaration  
We cleanse, clear and declare our pathways, fueled by the oricha energies of Elegguá 
who opens and closes the crossroads and transition points in life, and the whirling 
wind of the female warrior Oyá who creates space for change and growth.  
Music: “Africa Suite: Elegguá ” 
Traditional Yoruba Chant Arranged and Performed by: Israel López Cachao and 
Francisco Aguabella 
 
Part 3: Aguas Bellas (Beautiful Waters) 
The oricha mother energy of Yemayá gathers and encourages us to support and buoy 
each other through the ebb and flow and mysterious depths of life’s ocean currents, 
together as a community. 
Music: “Mama Yemayá” 
Traditional Rhythms Arranged, Composed and Performed by: Clement Joseph 
With an excerpt from “Yemayá”, performed by the Conjunto Folklorico Nacional de 
Cuba from their album Música Yoruba, 1996 Bembé Records. 
 
Background Notes: 
In this work I am exploring the embodiment and transformation of encoded ritual 
movement and rhythmic languages from two sacred dance and music traditions as 
their energies transition from their original functions and settings to the concert dance 
stage and are translated within and communicated through the modern dancing body. 
Central to these religious belief systems of Haitian Voudou and Cuban Santería, is the 
concept that through sacred drumming, song and dance, deities in the religion (lwas 
or orichas) are called down to earth, adopting a physical form so that they may 
directly assist and communicate with humanity. An original musical score was 
commissioned to accompany parts one and three.   
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Promotional Flyer from Yoruba Andabo’s 2007 Concert in Toronto, Canada 
 
 
 

 
Photograph by Author 

 
The Cuban Folkloric group Ban Rara rehearsing in Havana, Cuba in 2006 
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Dances of Haiti Book Inscription to Author from Katherine Dunham 

 

 
Photograph by Kati Stovall 

 
Photograph of Author and Katherine Dunham  

2003 Dunham Technique Seminar 
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